NKT cells: friend or foe during viral infections?
NKT cells are innate-like T lymphocytes that are found in rodents and primates. They are non-conventional T cells restricted by the CD1d molecule that presents self and exogenous glycolipids. NKT cells are unique in their ability to promptly secrete copious amounts of cytokines such as IFN-gamma and IL-4. Once activated, NKT cells can provide maturation signals to downstream cells, including DC, NK cells, and lymphocytes, thereby contributing to both innate and acquired immunity. Accordingly, NKT cells can influence a wide array of immune responses, including tumor surveillance, maintenance of self-tolerance and anti-infectious defenses. Studies performed with NKT-cell-deficient mice have shown that these cells are critical for the clearance of various pathogens. During bacterial infections, NKT cells can be activated either indirectly by DC or directly by bacterial lipid antigens presented by CD1d. Although viruses do not contain lipid antigens, NKT cells have also been implicated in antiviral responses. The capacity of NKT cells to regulate viral immune-surveillance, either constitutively or post-activation, makes them an attractive clinical target. In this review, we summarize recent publications dealing with the functions and relevance of NKT cells in the context of viral infections, both in murine models and in humans.